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Best Practices for Data Visualization
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American Community Survey (ACS) Basics

• Flagship survey of the U.S. Census Bureau

• Data previously collected on the decennial long form

• Samples 3.5 million addresses in 12 panels per year 

• Collect data via internet, mail, telephone assistance, 
personal interview, group quarters interview

• Estimates for small areas and small population groups for 
35+ topics 

• Two types of releases each year

• 1-year estimates (12 months of data)

• 5-year estimates (60 months of data)
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Best Practices for Data Visualization

PREPARATION

DESIGN

REVIEW

• Know your audience

• Know limitations of your data

• Use colors wisely

• Use imagery people recognize

• Think about different formats

• Review, review, review

• Make sure you told your data’s story
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
PREPARATION
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know Your Audience
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know Your Audience

External Visualization

Note: The data in this visualization has been fabricated for informational purposes. 

Internal Visualization
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EXTERNAL VISUALIZATIONS

• Well polished

• Explains itself

• Follows a style guide

Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know Your Audience 

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datamap.html 8
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INTERNAL VISUALIZATIONS

• Customization

• Can be explained

• Defer to customer

Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know Your Audience

Note: This data has been fabricated for informational purposes. 9



Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know The Limitations Of Your Data

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-5year-datamap.html

KNOW YOUR DATA 

• What can it do

• What it can’t do
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Preparation: Know The Limitations Of Your Data

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-5year-datamap.html

KNOW YOUR DATA 

• What can it do

• What it can’t do

THINK ABOUT SAMPLING ERROR BEFORE YOU START

• How to display it

• Legends and margins of error
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
DESIGN
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Colors Wisely

AVOID COLORS WITH MEANING
• Good vs. bad
• Political (Depending)

DON’T USE COLORS THAT ARE TOO SIMILAR
• Multi-hue color schemes

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datamap.html 13
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Colors Wisely

AVOID COLORS WITH MEANING
• Good vs. bad
• Political (Depending)

DON’T USE COLORS THAT ARE TOO SIMILAR
• Multi-hue color schemes

USE COLOR TO MAKE DISTINCTIONS
• Color and Gray

THINK ABOUT COLOR BLINDNESS AND PRINTING

Note: This data has been fabricated for informational purposes. 
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Imagery People Recognize

Note: This data has been fabricated for informational purposes.

SIMPLE EVERYDAY THINGS RESONATE
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Imagery People Recognize

Note: This data has been fabricated for informational purposes. 

SIMPLE EVERYDAY THINGS RESONATE
• Calendar heat map
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Imagery People Recognize

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/engagement.html

SIMPLE EVERYDAY THINGS RESONATE

• Calendar heat map

LIKE IT OR NOT, PEOPLE LIKE PIE CHARTS

• Use donut chart if it helps
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Use Imagery People Recognize

SIMPLE EVERYDAY THINGS RESONATE

• Calendar heat map

LIKE IT OR NOT, PEOPLE LIKE PIE CHARTS

• Use donut chart if it helps

DATA WHEEL

• Physical product

• Create a digital version

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datawheel.html 18
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Think About Different Formats

PAPER
• White background
• Fits on 8 ½ x 11

“We can’t overestimate the value of computers. Yes, they are great for playing 
games and forwarding funny emails, but real business is done on paper.”
– Michael Scott
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Think About Different Formats

PAPER
• White background
• Fits on 8 ½ x 11

MOBILE
• Mobile ready visualizations
• Responsive website
• Provide images

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datamap.html 20
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Design: Think About Different Formats

PAPER
• White background
• Fits on 8 ½ x 11

MOBILE
• Mobile ready visualizations
• Responsive website
• Provide images

DON’T IGNORE DIFFERENT FORMATS

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datamap.html 21
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
REVIEW
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Review: Review, Review, Review

CREATE MULTIPLE VISUALIZATIONS

LET PEOPLE TEST THE TOOLS

• Don’t tell them how to use it

• Watch them use it

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-5year-datamap.html 23
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Review: Review, Review, Review

CREATE MULTIPLE VISUALIZATIONS

LET PEOPLE TEST THE TOOLS

• Don’t tell them how to use it

• Watch them use it

MAKE SURE YOUR DATA ARE CORRECT

https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-5year-datamap.html 24
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Review: Make Sure You Told Your Data’s Story

MAKE SURE PEOPLE CAN UNDERSTAND 
YOUR VISUALIZATION

USE NARRATIVES FOR TOUGH TO 
UNDERSTAND VISUALIZATIONS
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Best Practices for Data Visualization
Review: Make Sure You Told Your Data’s Story

STORY TELLER

RESEARCHER
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Links and Contact Information

AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY

• www.census.gov/acs/

CENSUS BUREAU INFOGRAPHICS & VISUALIZATIONS 

• https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations.html

2016 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY (ACS) INTERACTIVE DATA WHEEL

• https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datawheel.html

2016 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY (ACS) INTERACTIVE DATA MAP

• https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-datamap.html

2016 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY (ACS) STATE AND COUNTY DASHBOARD

• https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/interactive/acs-5year-datamap.html

CONTACT INFORMATION

• R. Chase Sawyer Robert.C.Sawyer@census.gov (301)763-8688
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